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The Kanza:
People of the South Wind
The Kanza descended from a much older
Mississippi Valley Siouan culture. Along with
their close cultural relatives the Quapaw,
Omaha, Ponca, and Osage, the Kanza are
members of the Dhegiha (pronounced:
they-GEE-hah) branch of Siouan peoples.
Following the rivers, these tribes migrated toward the Great Plains sometime
between the thirteenth and the sixteenth centuries.
By the nineteenth century, the tribes had parted ways and the Kanza or “people of the
south wind” were living on the on the vast prairie lands of the Great Plains, including
most of what is now Kansas. While on the plains, the Kanza tribe gradually developed
its own language, culture, and traditions. A uniquely Kanza way of life had arisen, and
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the tribe subsequently enjoyed a long period of independence and cultural maturity.
Unfortunately, it was during this time of traditional self-actualization that
the threat of Euro-American invasion first became a reality. Smallpox, a disease

Greenwood County, established in 1855, was named in honor of Alfred B. Greenwood, a U. S.
Congressman from Arkansas who was named Commissioner of Indian Affairs in 1859. During his short
tenure – he resigned in 1861 when Arkansas seceded from the Union - he negotiated the Greenwood
Treaty, the treaty that concentrated the Kanza tribe onto a diminished reserve and allotted plots to
individual tribal members for the purpose of farming. For centuries before, the Kanza had hunted in
much of the new state that had adopted the tribe’s name. But by the time Kansas entered the Union in
1861, settlers had flooded the state with little regard for traditional Kanza lands. The Kanza maintained
a presence in the Butler and Greenwood County areas even after they were relegated to a diminished
reserve near Council Grove. In 1861, William Griffith reported to Governor Charles Robinson that a
“company of men living on the Walnut and other places, stole a lot of Ponies from the Kaw Indians.”

introduced to the continent via European invaders, arrived in 1755. The affliction
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killed the Kanza without mercy for over a century. In the first ten years after
exposure to smallpox, for example, one of every two Kanza males had died.
But disease was not the only problem facing the tribe. American bureaucracy and
greed had also reached the plains. Unbeknownst to the Kanza and many other tribes,
all of their lands had been sold to one foreign nation by another in the Louisiana
Purchase of 1803. Euro-Americans pushed deeper into the interior to take advantage
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papers, they lost the right to be Indians

Officer for the Kaw Nation. She has earned
degrees in Anthropology and Human Remains
Archeology and was recently inducted as an
honorary member of the Kaw Tribe.
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